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What is Digital Inclusion? 
Digital Inclusion is defined as the ability for all members of society to have equal access and opportunity 
to develop the digital knowledge, awareness and skills necessary to actively participate and compete in 
21st century society and benefit from the civic, educational and economic opportunities inherently 
available as result.  To achieve this goal, research shows that there are certain core elements that must 
exist and that are essential: 

o Connection:   Affordable, convenient and reliable access to broadband  
     Internet service, hardware and software  
o Content:   Affordable access to relative, trusted information and  
     services that are of value  
o Confidence:   Affordable, convenient and appropriate training and  
   education  
o Community Involvement: Opportunities for members to be informed and engaged   

 
 
Why is Digital Inclusion important to the City?  
The skills necessary to work, prosper and participate in current society are tied to the ability to use 
information and communication technology (ICT) tools.  While the City of Houston has a reputation for 
its technological innovation, many Houstonians have yet to experience the significant civic, educational 
and economic benefits of the information age.   
 
For example, we know that young people with Internet access and a computer do better in school and are 
more likely to stay in school as a result.  This is critically important given that Houston’s drop out rate is 
more than 50% of Houston-area students do not graduate from high school. It is also important to note 
that almost 30% of Houston-area adults 25+ years of age are without a GED or high school diploma.   
  That is why one of the focus areas of our pilot launch is to ensure that online GED certification is easily-
accessible. We are concentrating on our dropout recovery population to help them to acquire the 
certifications and digital skills necessary to earn higher levels of earnings and create economic 
opportunity for themselves.  
 
Another focus area is to equip this population to be able to pursue the jobs available. Consider that today 
most companies are requiring that job applications be completed online, even for basic entry-level jobs. 
Individuals without Internet access or the knowledge to use computers and the Internet are further 
disadvantaged.  Digital inclusion is a critical component to the growth of our city – our community 
vibrancy, personal quality of life, economic viability, and business competitiveness depend on it. 
 

What is the History of the Digital Inclusion Initia tive? 
The City of Houston’s Digital Inclusion Initiative, entitled WeCAN (Wireless Empowered Community 
Access Network), originated as a part of Mayor Bill White’s citywide wireless project contracted through 
EarthLink, under the auspices of the City of Houston Information Technology Department.  The Digital 
Inclusion Initiative is now under the operations of the Houston Public Library.  
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Why did Mayor White decide to put the Digital Inclu sion Initiative under the 
Houston Public Library?  
According to Mayor White, the Houston Public Library is known and trusted in the community.  With 
libraries located in all parts of the city, the Houston Public Library is the community's place for learning, 
access to innovative technology, creative solutions to information needs, and service excellence.  
 
 
How does the Houston Public Library fit with Digita l Inclusion? 
Public access to technology is an effort that has been underway in the Houston Public Library (HPL) 
since 1993.  The Digital Inclusion Initiative is in line with HPL’s mission to identify and deliver 
innovative solutions to reach citizens (scope of services – technical training, literacy programs, workforce 
development training and staff training).  Through this effort, HPL provides physical access to technology 
as well access to the digital literacy skills necessary to fuel personal and professional growth.  
Additionally, the Digital Inclusion Initiative complements other HPL initiatives such as wireless access in 
all neighborhood locations, the HPL Express Libraries, HPL Mobile Express Lab, and computer training 
and use of Houston Public Library computers for information and education.  
 
 
Now that the EarthLink contract is canceled, what i s the City’s plan for moving 
forward?  
 
The City of Houston’s Chief Information Officer identifies three significant components to go forward 
with the City’s citywide WiFi strategy: 1. The existing downtown parking meter network; 2. The creation 
of public works networks related to security/connectivity for 101 water purification/waste water treatment 
locations across the City; and, 3. The creation of wireless neighborhood networks to bridge our City’s 
digital divide.  

 
All of these networks will have significant unused capacity to allow for other city government uses as 
well as possible uses for the public. As these networks are deployed, we will have a thin mesh across the 
City, which will not be ubiquitous at first, but will provide coverage in large portions of the City, similar 
to what Oklahoma City has built. At some point in the not too distant future there should be a good ROI 
to integrate wireless meter reading technology with the thin mesh network that exists that will become a 
thick mesh and be more ubiquitous over time. If we develop/procure the right wireless applications, we 
can dramatically improve the productivity and effectiveness of city government services and improve 
quality of life for Houstonians. 

  
The City has established a wireless governance committee chaired by the Chief Information Officer, 
whose primary role is to determine the best approach and solution for the City overall.  As outlined above, 
the City of Houston’s Digital Inclusion Initiative, WeCAN, is one component of that overall strategy.  As 
a result of the City’s good contract, we have substantial money to invest in bridging Houston’s digital 
divide and will move forward in that regard. We remain committed to providing access and we also want 
to be sure that with access comes the knowledge of how to use that access and leverage the opportunity to 
acquire skills needed to participate in this century’s competitive economy.   
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What is WeCAN (Wireless Empowered Community Access Network)? 
WeCAN is a Houston Public Library effort established by Mayor White to bridge the digital divide. The 
vision for WeCAN is to create a digital future for Houstonians through a digital literacy effort that will 
focus on drop-out prevention/GED recovery and job/workforce readiness in support of achieving 
Houston’s educational, workforce and economic goals. 
 
Through the launch of the WeCAN, Houston has a unique opportunity to reshape its technological 
landscape and serve as a catalyst for positive change in support of a digitally empowered and inclusive 
city.   The citywide initiative will:  

·  Include an education and awareness campaign that focuses on accelerating the adoption of 
Information and Communication Technologies (ICT);  

·  Include community resource portals, ICT-based development opportunities and expansion of 
technology community access locations within neighborhoods;  

·  Leverage the full environment of technologies, providers, vendors and institutions to achieve 
success; 

·  Allocate and distribute resources guided by a working body of stakeholders from business, 
education, health, community and government; and, 

·  Require individual and organizational investment consisting of a monetary/in-kind match, 
development train the trainer and volunteerism.  

Initially, WeCAN will focus on building the capacity of the Houston Public Library to expand and further 
its mission of delivering innovative solutions to reach citizens by making free high speed broadband 
Internet access more accessible in high need neighborhoods across the City.  In essence, we will bring key 
library resources out of the library and into the community through the creation of more community 
access locations for residents.  This is being accomplished in partnership with key stakeholders to create 
neighborhood “networks” of access, awareness, and programs and services. 
 

How is WeCAN being implemented?  
The pilot in the Gulfton Super Neighborhood serves as the official launch of WeCAN.  The full 
implementation of WeCAN calls for a total of 25 super neighborhood networks established citywide, with 
plans for 10 super neighborhood networks being established over the next two-and-a-half-years.  
 
The two-and-a-half-year build-out encompasses deployment of the 10 neighborhood networks which will 
include affordable broadband Internet access, opportunities to receive low cost hardware and training, and 
local content to ensure Houstonians can benefit from the opportunities enabled.  Costs are estimated at 
$3.5 million for the initial build-out, using funds from the EarthLink default fee. 
 
Residents within these neighborhoods will be able to take advantage of WeCAN via designated 
community access locations such as city multi-service centers and community centers, as well as schools 
and community-based organizations.   These community access locations will be staffed by people who 
will provide computer training and who can help residents access the online resources they need. Targeted 
locations within neighborhoods will be identified based on criteria such as location, accessibility, and 
services.  Our goal is to have approximately 15 community access locations per neighborhood, resulting 
in approximately 150 public access locations across the 10 designated super neighborhoods.   
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The Gulfton pilot launch includes the creation of community access location models for a community-
based organization, an educational facility or school, and a city facility. Technical and program support 
models will be implemented at these pilot locations to determine the combination of offerings that best 
meets the needs of the model type. Additionally, the City is reaching out to engage subject matter experts 
via the establishment of Advisory Committees to provide input and advice on the development of these 
models. The combination of offerings made available through WeCAN may vary based on the type of 
model.   
 
Core offerings include:  

·  Free community broadband Internet access, including high-capacity wireless broadband 
connection equipment  

·  Free network customer support from City of Houston IT  
·  Free “train the trainer” digital literacy training 
·  Free trusted and secure citywide and community portal access to the following: 

o Online digital literacy curriculum and educational software  
o Houston Public Library services and resources  
o Educational, quality of life, neighborhood, government, and community services content 

and information 
o Directory of neighborhood and citywide services 

·  In addition, future participating organizations will have the opportunity to qualify for equipment 
grants and discounted equipment through established partnerships 

 
Family Road Literacy Center pilot location was implemented as part of the Gulfton launch, with two 
more pilots planned at Sylvan Rodriguez Elementary School and Burnett Bayland Community Center. 
 
 
How will the free Internet access be utilized? Will  registration be required?  
As a policy, the free access that will be made available through WeCAN will be accessible for “structured 
learning and quality of life awareness” opportunities. This means that residents who access the free 
Internet will be participating/enrolled in a program that provides structured learning such as GED or 
English as Second Language certification.  Quality of life awareness opportunities may include seniors 
accessing the Internet to receive health related information.   
 
Residents within these neighborhoods will be able to receive free access at designated community access 
locations which will be staffed by people who will provide computer training and who can help residents 
access the online resources they need. Our goal is to have approximately 15 community access 
locations per neighborhood. 
 
To access the Internet, residents will be required to register online to establish a username and password 
and receive a temporary library Power Card.  The username and password will be required for each online 
session. The Library Power Card will provide access to certain licensed educational applications and 
programs. 
�
�
Where can I access free Internet now in Gulfton??  
At this time, the two community access locations for the WeCAN Gulfton Neighborhood Network is the 
pilot community based organization Family Road Literacy Center located at 6441 High Star and the HPL 
Express (inside of the Southwest Multi-Service Center) located at 6400 High Star. Approximately 15 
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community access locations will be added once the neighborhood is fully built out.  To request hours of 
operation and to receive a complete listing of programs and services offered at each location, contact 
Family Road Literacy Center at 713.779.6400 and HPL Express at 832.393.2660. 
  
 

Which neighborhoods will benefit from WeCAN? 
The Digital Inclusion Initiative has identified 25 Super Neighborhoods that can benefit from the full 
implementation of WeCAN, with plans for 10 Super Neighborhood networks being put into place over 
the initial two-and-a-half-year build-out.  
 
The Gulfton Super Neighborhood will serve as the first of the 10 Super Neighborhood and will be 
considered the pilot launch. The remaining nine WeCAN Super Neighborhood will be selected and 
prioritized by the Digital Inclusion Task Force members working in conjunction with the Houston City 
Council Committee on Human Services and Technology Access, based on the following criteria: 

·  High Population of Low Income (Below Poverty Level) 
·  High Population of Low Educational Attainment (less than 9th) 
·  High Population of Seniors (Below Poverty Level) 
·  High Population of Seniors (Below Poverty Level) 
·  High Population Using Public Transportation (Other Means or Walk) 
·  High Population of Unemployed  
·  Number of Schools 
·  Average HH Median Income 
·  Average Per Capita Income 
·  Total Population 
·  Number of City Facilities 
·  Number of Nonprofit/Social Services Organizations 
·  Active Neighborhood Councils 
·  Mayor’s Initiatives  
·  City Department Initiatives 
·  Technical Considerations 
·  Other (City Facility Renovations, Sponsorship Opportunities, etc.) 

 
Super Neighborhoods under consideration*: 

·  Acres Homes #6 
·  Carverdale #3 
·  Clinton Park Tri-Community #59 
·  Denver Harbor #56  
·  Eastex/Jensen Area #46 
·  East Houston #49 
·  Fifth Ward #55  
·  Fourth Ward #60 
·  Greater Eastwood #64 
·  Greater Third Ward #67 
·  Gulfgate/Pine Valley #69 
·  Harrisburg/Manchester #65 
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·  Independence Heights #13 
·  Kashmere Gardens #52  
·  Lawndale/Wayside #88 
·  Magnolia Park #82 
·  Minnetex #77 
·  Northside Village (Near Northside) #51 
·  Northside/NorthLine #45 
·  OST/South Union #68 
·  Pecan Park #70 
·  Second Ward #63 
·  Settegast #50 
·  South Park #72 
·  Sunnyside #71 
·  Trinity/Houston Gardens #48 
·  Westwood #29 

 
*Subject to change. 

How will the City as a whole benefit from WeCAN? 
While the primary focus for WeCAN will center on Houston’s neediest neighborhoods where the 
opportunities for impact are most significant, the City of Houston as a whole will benefit from this 
Initiative through:  

1) The opening of new markets,  
2) The addition of new resources to the economy and society,  
3) Increased productivity and income,  
4) Reduced poverty costs,  
5) Improved relationships between government and citizens,  
6) Stronger and safer communities, and  
7) An increased population of self-sufficient, contributing members of society.  

 

What is the involvement of the community members in  the WeCAN 
neighborhoods? 
Digital Neighborhood Leadership Teams are being established to facilitate the launch of WeCAN in the 
designated neighborhoods.  The Teams will serve as a “collective voice” representing neighborhood 
businesses, schools, and community-based organizations.   The Teams help identify community needs 
and advise on activities, solicit feedback and input through participation in community meetings, focus 
groups and other related activities.  Additionally, the City is reaching out to engage neighborhood and 
citywide subject matter experts via the establishment of Advisory Committees to provide input and advice 
on the development of the program and technical models implemented as part of the launch.  
 

What is the role of the Digital Inclusion Task Forc e? 
A Digital Inclusion Task Force will be established to provide guidance, make recommendations and 
provide key advice, information and resources to Houston Public Library’s Office of Digital Inclusion in 
its responsibility of management, oversight and implementation of the Digital Inclusion Initiative. The 
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Task Force will contribute unique knowledge, expertise, skills and leadership to help shape the direction 
of digital inclusiveness in Houston and assist in achieving and executing the vision of the Digital 
Inclusion Initiative. 
 
Members of the Digital Inclusion Task Force will include a dynamic cross-section of subject matter 
experts, leaders and practitioners, including: local government at the city, county and state levels; 
representatives from K-12, colleges and universities, trade, vocational, and other schools; representatives 
from large and small businesses as well as from the technology arena; representatives from health and 
social service providers; and, representatives from nonprofit, philanthropic and community- and faith-
based organizations. 
 
The Houston City Council Committee on Human Services and Technology Access will work with the 
Office of Digital Inclusion to identify and select the task force members.  
 
 
How is the Initiative being funded? Are taxpayers p aying for this Initiative? 
The goal is to use as little, if any, tax payer dollars as possible.  Instead, focus will be on leveraging the 
dollars received from EarthLink through public and private matching grants, contributions, and other 
offerings to maximize the opportunities and benefits that will be enabled as a result of this Initiative.  
Additionally, the City is working to develop a business model to explore revenue that can be generated 
through opportunities such as the sale of the excess capacity of the network and ad development that can 
be reinvested to sustain the digital inclusion efforts.   
 
 
Is the City working with Partners to implement this  Initiative? 
Launching an initiative of this scale and scope calls for a comprehensive, sustained commitment and 
coordinated effort involving the public, private and nonprofit sectors.  The City of Houston has 
established a Preferred Partner Alliance made up of companies such as Hewlett Packard, Microsoft, 
Tropos Networks and Verizon Wireless, who recognize the significance of this effort and understand the 
benefits that can be gained by all involved and have stepped up to partner to ensure that these benefits are 
realized.   
 
From a program and services perspective, our goal is not to reinvent the wheel, but to leverage the 
existing technology knowledge assets and resources of the many organizations that are making substantial 
gains in this area every day.  Our goal is to join forces to maximize these gains as well as work together to 
identify new innovative solutions.  Thus, the City is also exploring partnership opportunities with 
organizations such as the Houston Independent School District, The WorkSource and Houston Area 
Urban League to develop high value, innovative integrated services solutions. 
 
 
How is the City working with schools and libraries?  
Houston Public Library is the cornerstone of WeCAN. Through WeCAN, we will essentially bring key 
library resources out of the library and into the community through the creation of more community 
access locations.  In doing so, we will be building the capacity of the Library to expand and further its 
mission of identifying and delivering innovative solutions to reach citizens.   This will also help to 
address the need the neighborhoods we are targeting have for more convenient and accessible points of 
access for its residents.    
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Recognizing the important role that education plays, the City is also working with school districts to 
determine the most effective solutions for providing technology based opportunities to schools and 
students as part of existing extended day after-school and parent outreach programs.   
 
 
Can I receive WeCAN services even if I don’t live i n a WeCAN Super 
Neighborhood? 
While the majority of the WeCAN services are only available through access from a qualified WeCAN 
community access location within a WeCAN Super Neighborhood, all Houstonians will be able to access 
from anywhere, resources made available through the citywide portal – www.digitalhouston.ning.com. 
 
If my business or residence is in the boundaries of  a WeCAN Super 
Neighborhood, will I be able to receive free Intern et access? 
At this time, access to the WeCAN free high speed broadband Internet network is only available 
through qualified WeCAN access locations where there is staff available to support structured 
learning and quality of life awareness opportunities. Future consideration for high-speed 
broadband Internet access for residences and small businesses will be explored internally and in 
collaboration with current Internet and telephone service providers. 
 
Who is eligible to become a community access locati on and what is the process 
to sign up?  
Factors for consideration to become a community access location include the following:  

• Facility/Venue 
• Accessibility 
• Location 
• Space/Infrastructure 

• Program & Services 
• Meet Genuine Need 
• Staff Capacity 
• Target Underserved 

• Sustainability/Reputation 
• Established 
• Demonstrated Success 

• Technical Parameters 
• Located within Coverage Area 

• City Best Interest 
• Mayoral or City Department Initiatives 

 
Specific criteria include: 
·  Must be located within the boundaries of a WeCAN Super Neighborhood 
·  Must be a nonprofit tax-exempt corporation as defined under section 501 (c) 3 of the Internal  
 Revenue Service code 
·  Must be established and functional for a preferred minimum of two years or able to show  
 affiliation with an established entity (i.e. school district or municipality, etc.) 
·  Must be able to demonstrate capacity in terms of staff (volunteer or paid) in support of programs 
·  Mission must target underserved populations (i.e. seniors, low-income, disabilities, etc.) 
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·  Must render valid programs and services which meet a community need 
·  Must be accessible to the public 
·  Must have existing infrastructure (minimum of 5 systems) and capacity to maintain infrastructure  
·  Must have an annual audit performed by a qualified and independent auditor 
·  Must complete application process and sign memorandum of understanding 

Interested parties that meet these criteria should forward a statement of capabilities to 
digitalinclusion@cityofhouston.net and point of contact information.  By doing so your organization will 
be added to a mailing list to receive information relative to the application process to sign up.  
  

 
As a business or nonprofit that may be able to prov ide a service or product, how 
can I participate? 
Please forward a statement of capabilities to digitalinclusion@cityofhouston.net and point of contact 
information.  The statement should also include whether or not the your business or non profit is willing 
to provide free, discounted and/or in-kind products and services, as well as your business or nonprofit’s 
experience and qualifications in working with underserved populations and/or providers who serve these 
populations.  By doing so your business or nonprofit will be added to a mailing list to receive information 
relative to vendor opportunities that will be made available through the Initiative.  
  
 
Where we can we obtain information about the Initia tive?  
To obtain information regarding the Initiative, call 832.393.1313, visit the website at 
www.wecan.houstonlibrary.org or email us at digitalinclusion@cityofhouston.net to be added to the 
mailing list to receive periodic updates and announcements.  
 
Important Facts about the Network & Security 
Broadband Speed  
Using Tropos Networks Radios strategically positioned throughout the neighborhood, the WeCAN 
wireless network will deliver true high speed broadband. With expected speeds of 4-8 mega bits per 
second for downloads and 3-6 mega bits per second for uploads, WeCAN's wireless network will enable 
underserved Houstonian's to enjoy the most bandwidth-intensive applications like games, streaming 
movies, sharing photos and video, music and other entertainment, in the same way as Houstonian's that 
live in higher income neighborhoods. 
 
Performance = Speed + Capacity  
But speed’s not the whole story, the key is capacity. Speed is how fast data moves; capacity is how much 
data can transfer at a time. For peak performance you need to combine both -- which is just what 
WeCAN’s wireless network is designed to do. 

The WeCAN wireless network is being built to handle the equivalent of smoothly streaming 4 feature 
films at once -- an amount of data only today’s most powerful consumer computers can even process. 
Which means the network connections will be able handle the current communication and 
education digital needs of the community access locations with room to grow for tomorrow’s 
technologies, including videophones, video-chat and more. 
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The network will be monitored and optimized to ensure and reliable and fast service. Tropos’  radios 
continually report back to a central server that monitors real time performance statistics.  
 
 
Security 
The wireless network includes multiple layers of state-of-the-art security protocols that effectively 
prevents unauthenticated users from accessing the system and protects the data of authenticated users. 
 
Internet Safety 
In accordance with the Children's Internet Protection Act (CIPA ~ Public Law 106-554), the City does 
filter Internet access for both minors (persons under the age of 18) and adults to certain visual depictions 
that are (1) obscene (as defined in section 1460 of title 18, United States Code), or (2) child pornography 
(as defined in section 2256 of title 18, United States Code), or, with respect to use of computers with 
Internet access by minors, and (3) harmful to minors. 
 
This technology will not be any different than existing Internet service in regards to exposure or 
protection against child predators. There are many child protection software products that can be installed 
on children's computers but the best protection is awareness and training. The following are some of the 
standard guidelines and website:  
·  Keep your Account ID and password private--even from your best friend! Your online service  
 will never ask for them, so neither should anyone else.  
·  Use only your ID-Name when chatting with your online friends and posting messages.  
·  Don't give out personal information about yourself or anyone else. This means no posting of  

phone numbers, addresses, e-mail addresses, Social Security numbers, passwords, or any other 
private information. Also, do not ask anyone else to post his or her phone number, address, e-mail 
address, Social Security number, password, or any other private information.  

·  Don't share photos of yourself, your family, or your home with people you meet online.  
·  Never open and always delete unknown e-mail attachments. They can contain destructive viruses.  
·  If a person writes something that is mean or makes you uncomfortable, don't respond. Just log off  
 and report it to your online service provider.  
·  Remember that nothing you write on the Web is completely private -- including e-mail. So be  
 careful and think about what you type and who you tell.  
·  Site -  http://www.protectkids.com 

#   #   # 


